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     At Asia University, freshmen typically take the Asia 
University Entrance Test  (AUET), a test which currently includes 
listening and reading tasks. After the tests are scored, 
students are placed into various levels of Freshman English on 
the basis of their scores. 
     When students enter their Freshman English classes for the 
first time, teachers know what general level of proficiency the 
students should be, but have no specific information about the 
specific proficiencies of each student. On first meeting, 
teachers do not know precisely what their students know and do 
not know, or what they can and cannot do at each level. Such 
ignorance is hardly blissful for teachers who are anxious to set 
appropriate goals for their students and assess their progress 
and learning. 
     At the outset, teachers need to know what their students' 
proficiencies are. Of course, extensive testing of thousands of 
entering freshmen is not practical. But there is one index of 
proficiency that would provide teachers with immensely helpful 
information. That index of proficiency is the vocabulary level 
of students. Vocabulary level is an important indicator of what 
students can do in reading, listening, writing, and speaking. 
As Richards (1976) implies, learners who have more words in 
their vocabularies are "better prepared both for productive and 
receptive language skills" (p.  84). Nation (1990) points out 
specific benefits of testing to determine the vocabulary levels 
of students: teachers could "compare vocabulary knowledge 
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before and after the course," "keep a continuing check on 
progress," "encourage learning by setting short-term goals," 
"see the effectiveness of (their) teaching
," and "investigate 
learning" (p.  8). 
      The aim of this small study, then, was to make a start at 
ascertaining the vocabulary levels of Asia University Freshman 
English students at the basic, intermediate, and advanced 
levels. In addition, I was very interested in determining if 
the vocabulary level of students was indeed tied to proficiency 
level in general (with advanced students knowing more words than 
the intermediate students, and intermediate students knowing 
more words than basic students), as I was convinced it was . 
Method: 
Participants 
      One hundred and seventeen male and female Freshman English 
students were administered a vocabulary levels test . Forty 
students were basic in level (16 from Business, level 19, and 24 
from Law, level 19); 43 were intermediate in level (25 from 
Economics, level 7, and 18 from Law, level 7); and 34 were 
advanced in level (20 from International Relations, level 4, and 
14 from Law, level  2). Students who inquired about the results 
were informed of their scores and given recommendations (see 
Nation, 1990, pp. 11-27, 159-176) for further study, based on 
their particular scores. 
Materials 
      The Vocabulary Levels Test, devised by Nation (1990, pp . 
261-272) was used. His test is based on Michael West's (1953) 
general service list of English words and other well-known 
lists, which list words according to frequency of use. Nation 
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has shown that students who master the first 2000 most 
frequently used words in English can understand about 87 percent 
of all the English they hear and read. He therefore  recommends 
that teachers "spend a lot of time on these words" and "make 
sure they are learned" (p.  19). He also advises teaching 
students a number of strategies for dealing with less frequent 
words. 
     Though Nation  (1990) has devised tests for the 2000, 3000, 
5000, 10,000, and University Word List (a list of frequently 
used words in university  texts) levels (pp.  261-272), I used 
only the 2000, 3000, and University Word List tests for this 
study. I wanted to test students' knowledge of the essential 
high frequency words (the 2000-word level), but also wanted to 
find out how much they knew of both the next level (the  3000-
word level), and of the University Word List level. There are 
18 matching items on each test. A score of at least 15 or 16 
shows sufficient proficiency at each level. 
Procedure 
     Students chosen as representative of the basic level 
(Business, level 19, and Law, level 19), the intermediate level 
(Economics, level 7, and Law, level 7), and the advanced level 
(International Relations, level 4, and Law, level 2), were given 
the (2000-word level, 3000-word level, and University Word List 
 level) Vocabulary Levels Test during the month of June, 1995. 
The test was explained in English, and the students completed 
the example (Nation, 1990, pp.  264-265). Students were 
instructed not to use their dictionaries and were then given 
sufficient time to complete the tests (approximately 30 
 minutes). 
 —71—
Results 
      The vocabulary scores for the three levels of students for 
the 2000-word level test are presented in Table 1. Table 1 
shows that vocabulary proficiency is tied to the level and 
general proficiency of the student. The advanced students 
demonstrated mastery, with a mean score of 15 .82, while the 
intermediate students were close to mastery, with a mean score 
of 14.49. The basic students trailed with 12 .15. These scores 
are all encouraging, as all levels either show or are close to 
mastery on this group of essential vocabulary. The standard 
deviation shows that advanced students were more alike in their 
scores than both the intermediate and basic students, and the 
intermediate students were more alike in their scores than the 
basic students. 
      Table 2 shows students' scores for the 3000-word level 
test. Like Table 1, this table shows that vocabulary 
proficiency is tied to the general proficiency of the student. 
The advanced students were closest to mastery, with a mean score 
of 14.15, while the intermediate group was second, with a mean 
score of 11.74, and the basic group, third, with a mean score of 
9.03. The standard deviation again shows that student scores 
were more alike in the advanced group, with increasingly more 
variation from the intermediate level to the basic level . 
      Table 3 shows students' scores for the University Word List 
level test. Like Table 1 and Table 2, this table shows that 
advanced students scored higher than intermediate students , who 
in turn scored higher than basic students . And the standard 
deviation again shows that the advanced students' scores were 
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less spread out than the intermediate students, whose scores 
were less spread out than the basic students. However, the mean 
scores of all groups were far below the mastery level, and the 
difference in the standard deviation scores is much less than it 
was for the 2000- and 3000-word level tests. Students' 
knowledge of this group of words is so poor that there is little 
difference in both the mean scores and the variation within each 
group. 
      In Tables 4, 5, and 6, one can take a closer look at 
individual student scores. It is interesting to observe that 
some students who have not yet mastered the 2000-word level have 
scores that are equivalent or even higher at the 3000-word 
level. In Table 4, for example, note students 2, 8, 9, 18, 19, 
26, 40, and others. In Table 5, note students 18, 19, 24, 27, 
43, and others.  And in Table 6, note students 2, 15, and 31, 
for example. This trend suggests that students are learning low 
frequency words before they learn the essential 2000 most 
frequently used words. Given the unsystematic approaches to 
vocabulary of many, if not most, texts, and the importance 
attached to translation in Japan, this finding is not as 
surprising as it first seems. 
Discussion 
     The results of this study indicate that vocabulary 
proficiency (as defined by knowledge of the most frequently used 
words in English) is tied to level and general proficiency of 
students. This finding highlights the importance of vocabulary, 
and especially of high-frequency vocabulary. It suggests that 
purposely and systematically teaching these high-frequency words 
would pay great dividends, possibly so great as to enable 
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students to move more quickly to more advanced levels (for 
lists, see West,  1953). 
      A second finding is that students, even in advanced levels, 
perform very poorly on the University Word List level test. 
Since knowledge of these words is essential for understanding 
university textbooks in English, students who plan to eventually 
use English in university classes abroad, or who must read 
academic texts in English (as some upper-level classes at Asia 
University require) need to learn these words. Teachers can and 
should identify students who need this kind of vocabulary 
knowledge, and then help them set and accomplish goals in 
learning this list of words. As the list has only slightly over 
800 words (Nation, 1990, pp. 235-239), learning the entire list 
is realizable in year-long classes, such as Freshman English and 
English electives. 
     A third finding concerns the standard deviation of the 
scores. As pointed out previously, the standard deviation of 
the scores of the advanced students was lower than that of the 
more basic students. The advanced students' scores were more 
alike, suggesting that their knowledge of vocabulary was more 
alike. The advanced group was more homogenous in terms of 
vocabulary proficiency. But the intermediate, and especially 
the basic students' scores varied much more than the advanced 
students'. Such variation means that students were more 
different in what they knew about vocabulary than the advanced 
students. For example, some students at the basic level scored 
only 7 on the 2000-word level test, while others in the same 
class showed mastery on the 2000 and 3000-word level test, and 
even made respectable scores on the University Word List level 
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test. The variation is wide at the basic level; in fact, it is 
too wide. Surely any teacher would encounter difficulties in 
teaching a class in which some students have an approximate 
vocabulary of 1000 words and some, a vocabulary of more than 
3000 words. 
     Why are the advanced students a homogenous group while the 
basic students are heterogenous in terms of vocabulary 
proficiency? The blame would seem to lie primarily with the 
AUET since it is used to place students into levels. It seems 
that the  AUET is effective in placing advanced students into 
uniform groups. But perhaps it is too difficult or not 
sensitive enough to detect differences at a basic level, thus 
making it less than effective in ranking basic students and 
assigning them to levels. One remedy would be to continue the 
revision of the  AUET that started last year, with a closer look 
at vocabulary. Since vocabulary proficiency seems to be tied to 
general proficiency level, it would be reasonable to add a 
vocabulary section to the  AUET similar to Nation's 2000 and 
3000-word level tests. Such tests would be easy to administer 
and score, and would provide a great deal of information useful 
in assigning students to levels. In addition, the vocabulary 
scores would give Freshman English teachers valuable information 
about the starting vocabularies of their students, thus setting 
the stage for more effective vocabulary instruction and language 
teaching overall.
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Table 1  2000=WordLayalY2calaillazzaaaras
Mean Percent Standard Deviation
Advanced 
Intermediate 
Basic
15.82 
14.49 
12.15
88% 
81% 
68%
 1.50 
2.29 
2.33
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Table 2  111-A•  • - -  •  .• • -s
Mean Percent Standard Deviation
Advanced 
Intermediate 
Basic
14.15 
11.74 
 9.03
 79% 
 65% 
50%
2.03 
2.27 
3.42
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Table 3  llalieraitilarthT.iat1,.e2?iMaLilaalar _v.aLs2xe  s
 Mean Percent Standard Deviation
Advanced 
Intermediate 
Basic
6.29 
5.91 
4.00
 35% 
33% 
22%
2.40 
2.48 
2.64
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Table 4 Basi  Student  Tndividual Scores
Student Number 2000 3000 UWL
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10
12 
10 
14 
14 
14 
9 
11 
10 
9 
15
6 
9 
10 
16 
13 
2 
10 
11 
8 
14
2 
2 
3 
9 
8 
5 
2 
5 
3 
6
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20
14 
13 
14 
17 
9 
15 
13 
12 
13 
14
8 
10 
12 
14 
5 
12 
8 
11 
13 
9
6 
6 
3 
7 
2 
8 
2 
2 
9 
3
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30
11 
13 
14 
12 
16 
7 
7 
11 
10 
9
3 
10 
7 
10 
9 
10 
2 
2 
7 
12
0 
7 
1 
6 
9 
2 
5 
0 
3 
5
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40
11 
13 
12 
13 
10 
11 
16 
13 
13 
12
12 
5 
8 
6 
8 
10 
11 
8 
6 
14
4 
6 
5 
2 
0 
3 
0 
5 
0 
4
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Table 5 I  -  O.'  '• _, •  -s
Student Number 2000 3000 UWL
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10
17 
11 
17 
14 
15 
17 
15 
14 
14 
17
14 
7 
12 
11 
13 
10 
14 
10 
12 
11
6 
8 
5 
3 
8 ' 
8 
7 
6 
7 
7
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20
17 
17 
16 
16 
15 
16 
11 
12 
13 
15
17 
13 
10 
7 
15 
12 
8 
11 
14 
9
10 
6 
7 
1 
12 
5 
3 
3 
5 
2
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30
15 
15 
17 
11 
15 
16 
12 
16 
13 
11
11 
14 
15 
11 
13 
13 
11 
9 
7 
12
3 
8 
8 
4 
7 
7 
6 
3 
3 
3
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40
7 
16 
13 
13 
15 
16 
17 
16 
14 
13
10 
13 
12 
11 
10 
14 
15 
12 
11 
11
5 
5 
3 
8 
4 
9 
10 
9 
6 
7
41 
42 
43
18 
14 
11
15 
13 
12
7 
8 
2
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Table 6 Advanced Student Individual Scores
Student Number 2000 3000 UWL
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10
15 
13 
16 
15 
16 
18 
16 
15 
16 
15
12 
14 
17 
15 
17 
15 
13 
13 
16 
13
6 
4 
6 
4 
8 
7 
11 
5 
5 
5
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20
16 
15 
17 
17 
14 
17 
15 
17 
15 
18
15 
12 
8 
12 
14 
16 
15 
15 
14 
16
6 
4 
4 
7 
8 
3 
6 
6 
5 
7
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30
18 
15 
16 
16 
16 
18 
18 
17 
15 
14
16 
12 
16 
13 
15 
16 
15 
15 
14 
11
7 
6 
11 
7 
6 
 5 
7 
5 
9 
4
31 
32 
33 
34
11 
15 
16 
17
11 
16 
12 
17
2 
9 
5 
14
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